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EDITORIAL 
 
Investigating the Complexity of Judgement Practice 
 
Underlying all assessments are human judgements regarding the quality of students’ 
understandings.  Despite their ubiquity, those judgements are conceptually elusive.   
The articles selected for inclusion in this issue explore the complexity of judgement 
practice raising critical questions that challenge existing views and accepted policy 
and practice.   
 
To begin, Royce Sadler provides a conceptually rich and carefully considered analysis 
of the practice of assuring academic achievement standards from moderation to 
calibration.  Existing practices of moderation and external examining, and their 
validation in terms of commensurability and comparability across courses, are 
essentially process-based approaches to assuring quality.  Sadler proposes a way to 
validate these approaches by using a product-based orientation and the well-
established concept of a criterion variable.  Key issues of process and product based 
approaches, casual, part-time or sessional staffing, and the meaning of 
intersubjectivity in grading student achievement are specifically discussed.  The 
concept of quality, and how levels of quality are represented by codes, is critically 
deconstructed.  Further in the process of assuring grades across boundaries the 
separation of the meanings of ‘comparable’ is used to explain the legitimacy of cross-
course peer review.  The introduction of the concept of disjunctive use of criteria is 
also instructive as it recognizes the complexity of judgement practice by expanding 
our understanding of judgement from what some may consider to be a straight-
forward analytic matching exercise using a fixed set of criteria to an approach that 
gives recognition and acceptance to alternative sets of attributes or criteria.  This 
disjunctive use of criteria is a theme that recurs in some of the other articles presented 
in this issue. The conceptual and cognitive demands, which are brought to the fore in 
moderation and are necessary to calibration as discussed by Sadler will provoke 
worthy debate particularly given the call for a replacement of the narrow concept of 
‘moderation’ with the broader concept of ‘calibration’ of academics in higher 
education. 
 
The study conducted by Linda Allal into teachers’ professional judgement for 
summative assessment as enacted in the classroom and school settings, in a canton of 
Geneva, Switzerland, reveals how judgement is socially situated and highlights 
teachers’ disjunctive use of criteria.  In Allal’s study teachers were interviewed about 
their summative judgement practice as it pertained to the dilemma of whether to 
award a student a grade three (‘objectives nearly attained’) or a grade four 
(‘objectives attained’). The rationale for focusing in on such dilemmas given the 
teachers’ knowledge of the consequences for the student in terms of transition to 
seventh grade and likelihood of uptake of the academic track was thought to reveal 
more demonstrably teachers’ judgement practice.  Teachers also brought to the 
interview all the information used to determine the end of term grades. To 
contextualise the main findings of this study that professional judgement is a 
cognitive act and a socially situated practice, a portrait of one teacher’s assessment 
practices and judgements are provided in detail.  The socially situated nature of the 
teacher’s judgment practices is elaborated through descriptions of the interactions 
with the students, the collaboration with colleagues and appropriations of institutional 
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rules and resources.  It is here that the disjunctive use of criteria is evident with the 
teacher’s quest to reduce uncertainty regarding judgement by searching for 
‘sufficiency of information’.  The notion of ‘differentiated equity’ is referenced to 
show how some teachers’ acknowledgement of inequalities can lead to the use of ‘all 
the information you have about a student to formulate the judgement that is the most 
appropriate for that individual.’ 
 
Claire Wyatt-Smith and Val Klenowski challenge the assumption that the act of 
explicating and publishing official criteria and standards will of itself lead to 
improved accountability and transparency. Similar to Allal, these authors 
acknowledge that assessment is inherently a social and cultural practice with teachers 
having varying levels of teaching and assessment experience.  The cumulative 
dimension of judgement practice is derived from the view that teachers’ evaluative 
experience develops and is influenced by previous judgements and their ‘bleed into 
effects’ to subsequent judgements.  In standards-referenced assessment systems this 
understanding helps in the analysis of judgement practice, which is articulated in 
terms of explicit, latent and meta-criteria. The interrelationships and interdependency 
of these criteria are explored in English and Mathematics teachers’ judgement 
practice.  It is from a consideration of the different disciplinary contexts where the 
intersection of the three types of criteria is explored as they interface with teachers’ 
knowledges including disciplinary, pedagogical and contextual.  The differences in 
the practices of the maths teachers in their emphasis on standards and criteria as a-
historical, value-free and stable indicators of quality and assessment viewed from a 
measurement tradition is contrasted with English teachers’ more holistic judgement 
approaches, which were non-numerical and involved information sought from direct 
observations and dialogic interaction with the learner.  These authors highlight the 
conflict between teachers’ interpretive freedom and system normativity pressures as a 
research and policy priority.  
 
The tension between teachers’ views of assessment for learning and accountability, 
and system level policy measures to align curriculum and assessment is analysed by 
Louise Hayward and Caroline Hutchinson.  The national context of Scotland is used 
as a lens through which to explore how understandings about standards and 
consistency of judgement practice are developing across policy, practice and research 
communities.  The authors draw on their insights gained from international research 
and policy to argue for building more assessment-capable systems through policy 
learning as opposed to policy borrowing.  This approach, it is suggested requires 
researchers, policy makers and practitioners to commit to learning from each other’s 
experiences, and developing active partnerships for achieving the aspiration of the 
Curriculum for Excellence and the broader policy agenda of a more equitable society.  
Key issues related to policy expectations of improving standards and consistency in 
the application of standards are critically considered. Further, attention is given to 
questions that matter and pertain to greater serious reflection and debate to move 
systems beyond performativity by considering the interrelationship between 
curriculum and assessment and issues of validity, managing learning and progression 
encouraging a focus on learners, building trust in teachers’ professional judgement 
and developing intelligent accountability. 
 
Susan Brookhart discusses two categories of research of teacher judgement for 
summative assessment in the United States. The first is research into teacher 
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classroom summative assessment that emphasises the lack of validity and reliability 
of these judgements, and the second category of studies of teacher judgement relates 
to large-scale summative assessment that highlights the wide variation among 
teachers.  The historical overview of assessment practice provided at the outset 
identifies how early research set up distrust in teacher judgement of the quality of 
students’ work. Recent trends of the move to more standards-based and centralized 
systems are also described.  Only one study was identified into the quality of teacher 
judgements in assigning standards-based grades.  Brookhart concludes that until the 
quality of teacher judgements in summative assessment is addressed in both research 
and practice teachers’ assessments will have localized affects on students but 
judgements of accountability will continue to favour standardised tests. 
 
In a study of a synchronous online mode of moderation Lenore Adie considers how 
teachers in a standards-based assessment system can develop an assessment identity.  
The discussion relates to issues that arise for teachers in a new assessment context, 
which involves bringing together teachers from diverse locations into an online 
community where it is possible for their professional identity as an assessor to grow.  
It is argued that identity is integral to judgement practice and develops for teachers 
through participating in online discussions about their judgements of students’ work.  
The cumulative dimension of judgement practice becomes apparent in this study as 
‘newcomers’ demonstrate hesitancy in critiquing judgements made by others given 
the power of the ‘old timers’ within the online moderation meeting.  There is also 
evidence of a recurring theme of this issue of the disjunctive use of criteria when 
teachers in Adie’s study question their judgements and attribute them to tacit 
understandings.  The prospect of online moderation meetings to support teachers’ 
development of judgement practice using standards opens up further opportunities for 
those teachers in diverse and isolated regions to develop their judgement capability 
and confidence in their use of standards, and in so doing, develop an identity as an 
assessor.   
 
A similar theme of developing identity and confidence in assessment as a foundation 
for promoting valid teacher judgements of student learning is explored in the context 
of teacher pre-service assessment education by Christopher De Luca, Teresa Chavez 
and Cao Chunhua.  This survey-based study of teacher candidates enrolled in a 
measurement course in a teacher education program in Florida, USA found that 
participants could develop confidence in their assessment practice, and broaden their 
understanding of the multiple forms of assessment to achieve a range of purposes.  
The authors found that the participants’ conceptions of assessment developed from an 
initial dominant view of assessment as testing to a more complex view of assessment 
as format, purpose and process.  They argue that maintaining knowledge of 
assessment theory and being able to apply assessment theory to practical contexts 
helps to build confidence, which is important in underpinning valid teacher 
judgements on student learning.  The authors conclude that when teachers understand 
assessment theory and are confident in applying such theory to practice there is 
greater probability that assessments will be carried out and interpreted in more 
reliable and valid ways. 
 
In the final article of this special issue Victoria Crisp explores the judgement 
processes of teachers involved in the assessment of General Certificate Secondary 
Education (GCSE) coursework in England. The study involved interviews with 
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thirteen teachers and a survey of 378 secondary school teachers. Key emergent 
themes include teachers’ strategies in searching for evidence of criteria and use of 
comparison, the points at which teachers have an overall impression of the quality of 
a piece of work and the particular influential features, whether they have internalized 
a notion of the quality of work required for different grades or bands and the 
importance of their professional experiences in the judgement process underpinning 
marking.  Crisp makes reference to the notion that the presence of latent criteria 
(Sadler, 1989), come into play as manifest criteria if triggered.  For example, in the 
judgement process several credit-worthy features such as showing initiative, 
originality, extra study or independent working could emerge, such features impacted 
on the marks if this was legitimated by the mark scheme.  The implications for 
developing teachers’ assessment practice of coursework are that there is need for 
professional development, guidance and resource support.  In addition, the provision 
of marked examples and school-based moderation practice involving members of a 
department rather than one senior member is also recommended. 
 
In this special issue of the journal a wide variety of international teacher judgement 
practices are presented.  What becomes apparent from this collection of articles is the 
complexity of the judgement processes, the study of which is its infancy and worthy 
of further critical investigation.  Teacher judgement requires a lot more than a set of 
standards or criteria and annotated examples, from pre-service teachers through to 
more experienced teachers understandings of assessment theory and opportunities to 
critically reflect and consider their judgements of student work appear to be vital.  
The struggle for teachers continues as they attempt to maintain their interpretive 
freedom at the local, professional level in contexts where central policies promote 
standardisation or ‘regulation’ of judgement practice for accountability purposes. 
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